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CHAPTER III

Occupations of Danish Immigrants
When the Danish immigrants arrived in America, their
career plans were influenced by economic aspirations and
occupational background. Nearly half of the immigrants had
worked in agriculture, chiefly as landless laborers. They
frequently planned to acquire land of their own. Most of the
rest were urban laborers or artisans hoping to find higher
wages and broader opportunities
in America. The
motivating force behind most emigration was dissatisfaction
with the economic situation in Denmark. In looking for
something new and better, emigrants indicated their willingness to accept the various occupations which America
offered. After all, life had to be better in America.
Circumstances in America strongly influenced the
immigrant's immediate choice of work. 1 Upon arrival, they
urgently needed jobs to provide food and shelter for themselves and their families. As Oscar Handlin suggested, the
immigrant's ease of economic transition largely depended on
their ability to adjust their occupational skills to the new
environment. According to Handlin, the Irish peasants had
no skills adaptable to Boston's urban economy. Since they
had to have jobs, the Irish accepted the unskilled labor which
utilized their chief marketable asset, physical strength. 2
Compared
to the Boston
Irish,
the Danes
accommodated themselves to America in a relatively
painless fashion. While the Irish and many later immigrant
groups flooded a few urban centers, fighting for unskilled
work at subsistence wages, the Danes avoided extreme
geographical or occupational concentration. 3 About threequarters of the Danes lived in rural America, while onequarter settled in the cities. 4 This partly reflected the relative
financial security of Danish immigrants, compared to the
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Irish. The Danes had sufficient funds to choose among an
unlimited number of destinations, distant from the ports of
arrival. Often the Irish could get no farther than New York
or Boston. s Contemporary observers noted the dispersal of
the Scandinavians and their higher proportion in agriculture.
They assumed that the Scandinavian choice demonstrated a
national character superior to those who clustered in cities. 6
This dubious logic aside, the Danes' relative diffusion
throughout the Midwest allowed them to avoid depending
too heavily on the fortunes of one locale. Related to the
geographic dispersal was a similarly broad distribution of
occupations, both rural and urban. Rather than concentrating in one industry or occupation, as did the Irish, the Danes
spread themselves as widely as the general population. 7 This
allowed Danish immigrants the maximum opportunity to
utilize past experience and maximum flexibility in case of
economic dislocations.
Many of the rural Danes came to the Midwest with
definite careers in mind: they would continue to farm, on
their own American land. But what of the fifty percent who
had worked in manufacturing,
commerce or domestic
service? They were unprepared for agricultural work. Some
would yet attempt to work a farm. Others preferred the
advantages of urban life. First, many had experience in
urban occupations. Second, urban wage labor would
immediately provide cash for food and housing. Third,
urban wages far exceeded rural wage. 8
For whatever reasons, there was a substantial shift in
occupations when the Danes immigrated to America:
Occupations by Category 9

Agriculture and Fishing ......
Farming .................
Rural labor ..............
Manufacturing ..... . .......
Domestic Service ...........
Commerce-Professions
......
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Emigrants
1868-1900

DanishAmericans
1890

DanishAmericans
1900

48.1%
3.4%
43.2%
32.2%
11.9%
7.8%

39.2%
24.8%
12.0%
22.6%
24.5%
12.9%

39.1%
28.4%
9.0%
25.5%
19.7%
15.6%

The most dramatic changes occurred among the agricultural
occupations.
By 1890, the percentage of Danes in
agricultural work had been reduced. Rural laborers declined
precipitously, but the percentage of landholders increased
sharply. Although the proportion of Danes in agriculture
remained stable over next decade, the percentage of farmers
continued to grow at the expense of rural laborers. These
statistics lent support to a notion about immigration
prevalent among the Danes: land was much easier to obtain
in America than in Denmark.
The sources of change in non-agricultural occupations
were more difficult to identify. The Danes, like other groups,
experienced an increase in the percentage working in
commerce and the professions, a trend attributable to the
need to provide the immigrant community with old world
goods and services. 10 But the decline in industrial workers
was puzzling. To some degree, it might reflect an inability to
adapt among certain Danish craftsmen, who worked in
occupations rendered obsolete by industrialization. By 1890,
American industrialization had advanced more rapidly than
Danish industrialization. Thus a particular craftsman would
be threatened more directly in America than in the old
country. Like the Boston Irish, displaced Danish workers
would have nowhere to turn but to unskilled labor. Since
they were predominantly urban and urban wages exceeded
rural wages, these workers might accept unskilled urban
labor, including domestic service. By 1900, the shift from
industrial labor to domestic service had reversed somewhat,
possibly reflecting a smaller disparity between industrial
development in Denmark and America. As Denmark industrialized, more Danish craftsmen would face and adjust to
industrial life before leaving the homeland. This would leave
them better prepared for life in America. The percentage of
Danes in commerce and the professions continued to grow,
suggesting that the economic needs of the ethnic community
were increasingly met by the immigrants themselves.
Although the statistical data encompassed only a few
years, it strongly indicated that the Danes made economic
progress after their arrival in America. While many
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continued to work in agriculture, they generally became
landowners instead of laborers. For those who chose nonagricultural occupations, there was some movement into
unskilled domestic service. But this trend never developed
into the sort of large-scale subsistence labor which
characterized the Boston Irish. By 1900 the trend toward
unskilled domestic service had reversed, and the Danes
returned to industrial labor. Like most of the older
immigrant groups, the Danish occupational distribution
became increasingly skilled. 11
In a detailed study of immigrant occupations, E. P.
Hutchinson emphasized on several occasions that the Danes
were spread widely over the occupational spectrum. But
within the general categories, areas of concentration
developed. Among agricultural workers, for example, there
was a bent toward gardening, stock raising and dairying.
While general underrepresented
in industrial fields, the
Danes were noticeable in such industries as dairy products,
lumber and construction. Danish domestics were disproportionately numerous, particularly among women. Danish
professionals were chiefly concentrated among artists and
architects. 12 But these trends should not be overemphasized.
The general picture was one of distribution, not concentration.
Although Hutchinson defined the Danish immigrants
occupations in a national setting, the historian must search
harder to construct a local picture. During the century after
1840, only one government report provided occupational
statistics for the Danes in Illinois. In 1911, the United States
Immigration Commission (the Dillingham Commission)
published an occupational breakdown for the year 1900. It
demonstrated that the occupations of the Danes in Illinois
were atypical of Danes nationally:
Occupations of Danish-Americans 13
All DanishAmericans
1900

Agriculture and Fishing ......
Manufacturing .............
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39.1%
25.5%

Danes in
Illinois
1900

16.1%
35.9%

Domestic Service ...........
.
Commerce-Professions
.. . ... .

19.7%
15.6%

24.3%
23.7%

The percentage of Danes in agriculture was relatively small
in Illinois, leaving larger percentages in the basically urban
occupations:
manufacturing,
domestic
service,
and
commerce
and
the professions.
This
occupational
distribution related to the geographical distribution of the
Danes in Illinois. Although only one-quarter of the Danes
settled in American cities, over two-thirds of Illinois' Danes
lived in the cities, almost exclusively in Chicago. 14
Which of these occupational categories represented
Chicago's Danes? Obviously the urban Danes could not
participate significantly in agricultural occupations. 15 The
Chicago Danes would fill the remaining three categories,
those which were disproportionately
large in Illinois .
However, the three categories included eighty-four percent of
the Illinois Danes, while the Chicago Danes comprised sixtynine percent. Clearly about fifteen percent were rural Danes
working in the three groups of non-agricultural occupations.16 Unfortunately we have no basis for separating the
remaining rural Danes from the Chicago Danes. But with the
agricultural workers removed, the Danes of Illinois were
distributed as follows:
Manufacturing ..................
. ......
42. 9 %
Domestic Service .......................
28. 9 %
Commerce and Professions ..............
28.2 %
These figures still were not perfectly equivalent to an
occupational distribution of the Danes in Chicago, but they
are the best estimate available. This information is useful
because the Chicago Danes constituted four-fifths of the
Danes included above. It seemed that about two-fifths of the
Chicago Danes engaged in manufacturing work in 1900. The
remaining three-fifths were divided between domestic service
and commerce and the professions.
This estimate of occupations among Chicago Danes
found support in the Special Report on Occupations in the
Census of 1900. Its tabulations for Chicago grouped the
Danes with the Swedes and Norwegians: 17
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Occupations of Scandinavians
Chicago Scandinavians
1900

Agriculture . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 0. 7 %
Manufacturing .........................
46 .2 %
Domestic Service .......................
27.5 %
Commerce and Professions ..............
25 .6 %
Since the other two groups so outnumbered the Danes, the
data must be used with caution. But generally the Danes
were viewed as similar to their fellow Scandinavians, with
some exceptions. 18 The data on Chicago Scandinavians conformed to my analysis of the Chicago Danes, in the
proportions in agriculture, commerce and the professions,
and domestic service. The Scandinavian percentage in manufacturing was somewhat higher than my Danish estimates.
But Hutchinson's analysis of the Immigration Commission's
data explained the variance between the Danes and the
Scandinavians in general. Although the Danes generally
followed a broader Scandinavian pattern, 19 the Danes were
somewhat

less concentrated

in manufacturing.

20

With this

modification in mind, the statistics on Scandinavians
generally confirm the estimates on the occupations of the
Danes in Chicago - about two-fifths in manufacturing
work, with the remainder divided between domestic service
and commerce and the professions.
The Chicago Danes themselves had a definite picture of
their occupational distribution, which intersected with parts
of the statistical study but revealed significant differences in
emphasis. Like Hutchinson and the censuses, local observers
emphasized the importance of artisans and shopkeepers, two
groups subsumed under the categories of manufacturing and
commerce and the professions, respectively. 21 But whereas
the censuses and Hutchinson demonstrated the diversity
among Danish occupations, the Danes themselves spoke
only of these two occupations. They stated repeatedly that
while they were not the richest people in Chicago, they never
were the poor laborers either. 22 In emphasizing the
prevalence of skilled trades and shopkeeping among their
compatriots, the Danes isolated two significant elements
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among the Danish immigrants. But a good deal was missing
from this portrait.
The Danish tendency to emphasize respectable
middleclass occupations could be viewed, in part, as the
romanticized account of a people's heritage. In Halvfems ari
Chicagos danske koloni (Ninety Years in Chicago's Danish
Colony), Christian Nielsen described the South Jutland
Danes as born tradesmen who built their own shops in just a
few years. 23 Morris Salmonsen claimed that Dania's
members were "craftsmen, only honest and brave people." 24
Implicit also was the pragmatic desire to distinguish the
Danes from the newly arrived southern and eastern
Europeans who flooded the major cities, working as laborers
and living in ghettos. The nativists encouraged the
distinction between the older groups and the new immigrants
by detailing the social, economic, political and moral
superiority of the earlier arrivals. 25 The Danes who adopted
the distinction simply used the most obvious defense during
periods in which the immigrant's position became insecure.
Aside from those whose opinions were romantic or selfserving, some spokesmen probably were unaware of the
large numbers of Danish laborers and servants; historians
are conscious of the difficulties in studying such inarticulate,
unobtrustive groups. Certainly laborers and servants would
be less noticeable than the leaders of the community.
A close examination of the census statistics revealed that
unskilled workers existed in substantial numbers. Among the
manufacturing workers were miners and quarrymen, as well
as artisans. A plurality of the domestic servants were
unskilled. 26 E. P. Hutchinson focused on domestic service as
a particularly important occupation for Danes. 27 Yet Danish
newspapers never noted the large number of Danes in this
field. The historian must utilize such circumstantial evidence
as a review in Skandinaven which recommended an
American-Scandinavian
conversation book as especially
useful for the American housewife and the Scandinavian
servant. 28 But despite fragmentary evidence, it seemed that
substantial
numbers of Danes worked in unskilled
occupations.
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Particular
groups of skilled workers
appeared
frequently in everyday accounts of the Danish community.
The newspaper Revyen, for example, reported the existence
of a Norwegian-Danish Typographers' Union in Chicago. 29
Many of the skilled Danes worked in the building trades.
According to the Immigration Commission, about onequarter of the Illinois Danes in manufacturing-mechanical
work were employed in the building trades. 30 Revyen
supported the statistics with reports on a Scandinavian
Painters' Union with two thousand members; and the Danish
dominated Carpenters' Union Local 140 with a large
membership and a Danish president. 31 The building industry
provided much skilled and unskilled employment in
booming Chicago. As discussed earlier, the Chicago Fire of
1871 and the dramatic growth of the city generated an
enormous amount of building in the decades of large-scale
immigration.
But were the Danes so active in the construction
industry because those were the jobs available in Chicago, or
because the Danes had an affinity for that type of work?
Probably both factors contributed to the large proportion of
Danes in the building trades. Throughout the decades after
the Civil War, Chicago demanded new construction in large
amounts. As the population doubled and quadrupled, new
construction kept pace. The demand for new building
slackened during bad times, but generally the industry
prospered throughout the remainder of the century. 32 On the
other hand, the Danish predilection for construction work
was not limited to Chicago. Hutchinson demonstrated that
the Danes were overrepresented in the building trades
nationwide. 33 According to the Immigration Commission,
about seven percent of all the Danish-Americans worked in
the construction industry. 34 These national totals were
substantial, but smaller than the proportions for the Danes
in Chicago, suggesting the manner in which the Danes, the
city and the occupations interacted. For reasons related to
their background and the high wages, Danes were frequently
attracted to the building trades, no matter where they lived.
With Chicago experiencing a relative boom in construction,
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the city attracted workers in that industry. Since the Danes
were numerous in the nationwide pool of construction
workers, many were attracted by the jobs in Chicago. This
further swelled the proportion
of local Danes 1n
construction.
Wherever there was an intersection between common
Danish occupations and the occupational demands of
Chicago, this process attracted Danes to the city. Within
manufacturing and commerce, the Danes were associated
with industries involving agriculture and lumbering. 35 This
predilection dovetailed with Chicago's leadership in grain,
livestock and lumber, which were discussed earlier.
Although the Danes were generally underrepresented in the
professions, they were important as architects, a necessary
occupation in a burgeoning urban center. 36
This analysis of immigrant occupations suggested that
for the Danes and Chicago, the economic relationship was
mutually beneficial. The Danish immigrants came largely
out of a desire for better jobs and freer opportunities. In
Chicago, life could be difficult, even frightening. But the
Danes in Chicago perceived that wages were higher and
opportunities were broader than in Denmark. Chicago, in
return, gained the expertise, strength and numbers which it
needed in order to transform itself from a prairie town to a
great metropolis. These opportunities were less favorable for
other groups and in other cities. But Chicago accepted the
Danes as members of the new Chicago community; before
long, the Danes began to feel like successful Chicagoans. The
comfortable relationship between the city and the immigrants would have major implications for the Danish colony,
as the years passed and Denmark seemed more and more
distant.
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1 Nelli, op. cit. , XII, 18 .
2 Handlin, op. cit., 55-60.
3 Ibid ., 55-60, 120 . Nelli, op. cit., 11-20. E. P. Hutchinson,

-61-

Immigrants

and their Children 1850-1950 (New York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc.,
1956), 176, 186-187. Paulsen, op. cit., 18.
4 Flom, op. cit., 84. Nelson, op. cit., 51.
5 Handlin, op. cit., 35-37, 49-51. Handlin contrasted
Scandinavians, as I have done .

the Irish to the

6 Commons, op . cit., 133, 166. Cited in Nelli, op. cit., 16.
7 Handlin, op. cit. , 55-60, 120. Hutchinson, op. cit., 176, 186-187.
8 I have discussed this at some length in my explanation of the
economic motives for emigration. See also, Nelli , op. cit. , 18.
9 The emigrant data was taken from Hvidt, Flight, p. 118, and reorganized to correlate with the data on Danish-Americans. The 1890 data
was drawn from Compendium of the Eleventh Census: 1890 (Washington: U.S . Government Printing Office, 1892), 532-539 . The 1900
material came from Reports of the Immigration Commission (1911)
XXVIII(Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1911), 254255, 344-345.
10 Handlin, op. cit., 65-66.
11 Barton, op. cit., 4.
12 Hutchinson, op. cit., 136, 176, 186-187. For discussion of the Danes
in dairying, see Hvidt, Flight, p. 115.
13 Immigration Commission, op. cit., 254-255, 314-315, 344-345.
14 Thirteenth Census of the United States 1910, Abstract with Supplement for Illinois (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office,
1913), 636. Sixty-nine percent of all Illinois Danes lived in urban
areas. Of Illinois' urban Danes, over 95% lived in Chicago. Thus I
will speak of Chicago's Danes as if they represented all of the urban
Danes in Illinois.
15 In 1900, less than one percent of the Scandinavians in Chicago held
agricultural jobs. Twelfth Census of the United States 1900, Speical
Report on Occupations (Washington: U.S. Government Printing
Office, 1904), 516-523.
16 For example miners and quarrymen were classed under "manufacturing." Surely that work was done in rural areas. Also, some of the
lawyers, doctors and entrepreneurs would have worked in rural
areas, even though they were included in "commerce and the professions ." The same would follow for some of the laborers and
domestics listed under "domestic service."
17 Twelfth Cenus , op. cit., 516-523.
18 Hutchinson, op. cit., 135-136.
19 Ibid., 135-136.
-62-

20 Ibid ., 172-175, 182-185. He cited Immigration Commission, op.
cit., I, 821-829 . In manufacturing and mechanical work, the Swedes
were by far the most concentrated with the Danes slightly ahead of
the Norwegians. With all three grouped together, the more numerous
Swedes increased the overall proportion of Scandinavians in manufacturing and mechanical work .
21 Mose , op. cit., l, 37. C. Nielsen , op . cit ., 14 . Scandia , Aug . 11, 1900,
cited in W .P .A. , op. cit ., reels 9-11. Salmonsen , op. cit. , 44-45.
22 Mose , op. cit ., 37 .
23 C. Nielsen, op . cit ., 14 .
24 Salmonsen, op . cit. , 44-45 .
25 For examples of the distinction between old immigration and new
immigration , see U.S. Immigration Commission , op. cit . Also
William Smith, op . cit . The subject is discussed in Philip Taylor ,
The Distant Magnet (London : Eyre and Spottiswoode , 1917) , 252.
Also in Hvidt, Flight , p. 12.
26 Immigration Commission, op. cit. , XXVIII, 314-315 , 404-405. In the
domestic service category , laborers were the largest single group ,
constituting 9 1/ 2 % of all Danish workers in Illinois .
27 Hutchinson, op . cit. , 136.
28 Skandinaven , Jan. 11, 1883 . Cited in the Bessie Pierce Papers ,
University of Chicago .
29 Revyen , Feb . 10 , 1900. Cited in Bessie Louise Pierce Papers , Univer sity of Chicago.
30 Immigration Commission , op . cit ., XXVIII, 314-315 , 404-405 .
31 Re v y en, Feb . 10, 1900 , Jan . 26, 1907 , and Dec . 25, 1909 . Cited in the
Bessie Louise Pierce Papers , University of Chicago .
32 Mayer and Wade , op . cit., chapter 3, especially 118-124 , 128, 142,
144, 174, and 186 .
33 Hutchin son , op. cit., 176 .
34 Immigration Commission , op . cit ., XXVIII, 254-255 , 344-345.
35 Hutchinson, op . cit ., 136. Hvidt , Flight, p . 115 . Hvidt stated that in
Chicago , Danish dairies were particularly important.
36 Hutchinson , op . cit ., 136 .

- 63-

